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mental degradation and the social practices in which we engage, and analyzes some
of the meanings that we produce/reproduce about the natural world as citizens of the
so-called global village. The author shows how the dominant tendency of these
understandings is to reinforce the complexity of our social practices, thereby further
obfuscating the implications of our actions and making it all the more difficult for
individuals to assume responsibility for our choices. And she argues that while con-
temporary technologies offer some “ambivalence” that allows for alternative prac-
tices, we must also recognize the ways in which our experiences in a high-tech
world present particular challenges to mobilization on environmental issues.
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nous développons et reproduisons sur la nature en tant que citoyens du « village
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Since 1940 Americans alone have used up as large a share of the Earth’s
mineral resources as all previous generations put together.
—David Suzuki, The Sacred Balance
When it comes to the environmental crisis all life on the planet faces, the issue can
be put no more clearly. Westerners, and North Americans in particular according to
the authors cited above, are in the process of pushing the planetary system into
increasing danger. Such environmental problems are often seen as primarily eco-
nomic, technological, regulatory, or political issues. One explanation is that the nat-
ural environment is in trouble because the ever-dominant model of neoclassical
economics does not enable society to account for environmental outcomes suffi-
ciently (legitimate concerns accounted for by Babe, 1996). Another explanation
posits that it is just a matter of developing better technologies in order to overcome
some of the problems we are encountering (e.g., the electric car as a techno-fix for
ozone depletion). Or, finally, some analysts claim that the political and regulatory
processes are not made up of individuals committed to the environment.
Each of these accounts contains some very important truths, yet none of them
permits a holistic probing of the central relationship between the natural environ-
ment and social practices—indeed, culture. In particular, how can we account for
the fact that most North Americans at least acknowledge that environmental degra-
dation is occurring and many of us would agree that it is, indeed, reaching crisis
proportions, yet we seem to choose to live our everyday lives in fundamentally
environmentally unsustainable ways? Given their focus on profit generation, corpo-
rations are not likely to take the lead on environmental issues. Moreover, even if we
wish to avoid the problematic “focus on individual responsibility” (as has been
highlighted by Wall, 2000),1 there are serious issues to consider. The vast majority
of North Americans have by and large failed to undertake any sort of environmen-
tal activism and have put relatively little pressure on policymakers to regulate busi-
ness and industry—mammoth contributors to our environmental situation.
The central goal of this article is to use communication perspectives to explore
the disjuncture introduced above. I do this by analyzing some of the ways in which
our culture produces and reproduces meanings (du Gay, Hall, Janes, Mckay, Nagus,
1997; Williams, 1976) about the natural world when our everyday experiences are
those of citizens of the “global village.” And I show how these dominant under-
standings interplay and merge with complex social practices to make it more and
more difficult to assume responsibility for our impacts upon the natural world. A
look at some of the popular discourses within our technological age sheds light on
what I assert are problematic themes regarding the planet and nature. As well, there
are corporate/organizational and individual-level practices that are salient. At the
corporate/organizational level, technological innovations in a globalized era seem
to impel decision-makers along an environmentally disastrous route. At the individ-
ual level, a dominant trend in our own immersion in the world of what Ursula
Franklin (1999) has called “asynchronous communication” seems to be toward fos-
tering citizens lacking in meaningful understanding of or commitment to environ-
mental issues. The various discourses reinforce one another, as do the different
levels of practices. Additionally, the synergy created by the interrelationships
between the discourses and the practices is powerful—even seemingly ominous.
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And yet a critical communication perspective suggests that despite the discursive
environment in which we are immersed, the political economy of the so-called
global village, and the dominant tendencies of “asynchronous” communication
technologies, it is these same communication technologies that may also present us
with some alternatives to the disjuncture between environmental knowledge and
action. We know that we can take advantage of the “ambivalences” (after Feenberg,
1991) of these technologies and use them as a key tool for mobilization. However,
I wish to argue that we must carefully analyze and constantly be cognizant of the
challenges to environmentalism that the social practices of the so-called global vil-
lage present. Indeed, we need to recognize the ways in which mobilization related
to environmental issues is particularly challenged—I would suggest more than
other forms of activism—by our experiences within the so-called global village.
The discourses
I became intrigued by the relationship between environmental issues, discourses, and
practices when, in the 1990s, IBM began running its Solutions for a small planet.™
advertising campaign in print and on television. (The IBM corporation has since
made this phrase a registered trademark and often uses the expression, positioned
directly under the letters IBM, in a variety of communication media.) The expression
“small planet” seems to draw on the continuing cultural currency of ideas such as
those of E. F. Schumacher and Marshall McLuhan. I am referring to Schumacher’s
highly influential Small Is Beautiful (1973) and the re-issue of an edition entitled
Small Is Beautiful: 25 Years Later (1999). Schumacher’s work constitutes a call for
a rejection of mammoth-scale economic, technological, and scientific specialization
in favour of smaller-scale production and collaborative efforts that would take into
account the human and environmental costs of all activities. Marshall McLuhan’s
(1965) notion of the “global village” is also relevant here. What McLuhan saw as
highly connected humanity, that of a village even, through the use of television has
been by far surpassed with digital communication capabilities. The term “small
planet” seems intended to bring to mind a shrinking world—not in a literal sense2 but
in the sense that we feel “closer” to other people and places through the implemen-
tation of information and communication technologies (ICTs).
In his consideration of the relationship between consumer culture and environ-
mental degradation, Sut Jhally (1998) argues that we should carefully analyze the
“consistent stories” that advertising tells us over and over again about our world.
Langdon Winner (1996) also argues that throughout most of the twentieth century,
ads have been key in telling us a “particular story about the world.” He builds on
historical considerations of North American advertisements from the 1920s to
1950s and notes that they are filled with images of executives in office towers,
workers in clean, well-organized factories, housewives in appliance-filled
kitchens, children surrounded with goods, and cars speeding along the open high-
way (pp. 66-67). The era Winner considers, particularly when he refers to the
period after World War II, has considerable parallels to our contemporary “high
tech” era. This is so in that he contends that “the purpose of these images was to
project possibilities for living in modern society at a time in which many of these
possibilities were still novel” (p. 67). Winner goes on to refer to these efforts as
“deliberate and effective moves to frame and to guide how ordinary people under-
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stood life’s possibilities” and notes also that the future was always presented as
“something whole and inevitable” (p. 67).
Although the IBM ads were not associating nature with the use of computer
technology, nor were they directly arguing that the physical planet has actually
changed, there is a line of suggestion that is important to the message being pre-
sented. The “small planet” notion as used within the IBM ads forms part of a dis-
course that suggests that because we are much more easily connected on a global
scale, we might even conceive of the planet as having shrunk, understand the planet
as now being indeed small. At the most basic level, family, friends, and colleagues
on the other side of the Earth “feel” closer to us because of the connectivity we can
achieve—and, if they seem closer to us, perhaps this alters our understandings of
the world in significant ways. That is, while we clearly realize in engaging with
these ads that the planet is no smaller than it was 50 or 100 years ago, there are
important implications for our environmental sensibilities and for the production
and reproduction of meaning about nature that I shall draw out.
Within the IBM ads the subtext, of course, is that ICTs will help us to manage
in this new world. These ads are meant to focus our attention on the solutions being
offered by technology rather than on the fact that the so-called small planet is the
product of a series of socio-technological choices and decisions made by individuals
and groups, a point made articulately by Langdon Winner (1996), Ursula Franklin
(1999), Lucy Suchman (2003), and others. As is often the case with technological
change, the advent of the “small planet” is to be understood as inevitable, natural; it
is just a matter of using technologies to succeed in the new, smaller world.
Given what Jhally and Winner argue, I have taken a critical look at the repre-
sentations of technology used by IBM and the ways in which the same or related
discourses have been adopted by other corporations. The early advertisements for
IBM’s “Solutions for a ‘small planet’ ” featured notions of a shrinking planet in the
images and/or the text. A 1996 ad appearing in Mac magazine asks the question
“Wouldn’t it be nice if the wondrous, futuristic, VIRTUAL [with this word in
extra-large type] world of the Internet was just a little less, well, virtual?” The
quintessential text below this headline reads: “Something magical is happing to
our planet. It’s getting smaller. Every day, more people and more information are
making the Internet a place of incredible opportunity and transformation.” In this
text, we are encouraged to think about magic and transformation related to a
shrinking world. Another ad of the same series, also from Mac, reads, “If my six-
year-old can make friends on the Internet from here to TIMBUKTU [again, in
extra-large type], surely someone can get all the folks in my regional offices to
work as a team.” The notion here is that the planet is shrinking even for our chil-
dren and that this shift to interaction at a global level is as easy as child’s play. Yet
another IBM ad (Time, 2000) features the text “New Bandwidth, New Wireless,
New Standards, New Demands, New Expectations, New Work, New World.” The
focus here on the “newness” of the situation and the notion of a novel world seem
intended to invite the reader to join in the excitement of the new era.
Advertisements by other companies quickly took up the “small planet” idea in var-
ious forms. A Lucent Technologies ad (Business Week, 2001) featured a preteen
boy with an electronic game in his hands and the text “He’s looking for new com-
petition. With the mobile Internet he can take on the world.” This attention to “the
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world” as something accessible, and ever smaller, comes up repeatedly in the rep-
resentations of networked technologies.
A particularly noteworthy representation that combines a number of themes is
one by Canadian Pacific (Maclean’s, 1999). A two-page spread (as many of these
ads are), the image shows a girl of about seven years of age using a rope to pull a
loaded tanker ship into a harbour. The ship is realistic looking and not portrayed as
a toy, although it is about the length of the child’s body rather than full size. The
text reads, “It’s a perfect time for ships. The world is shrinking. World trade is
growing. And most of the world is covered with water.” The ad concludes with the
statement “It’s a small world. And a perfect place for ships.” The juxtaposition of
childhood with global transportation surely is meant to present global trade as
child’s play. The ad is particularly disturbing in that the harbour in which the child
is wading in her bathing suit would surely be quite polluted, a fact we are clearly
intended to overlook. As well, the ad cannot help but bring to the critical reader’s
mind the connection between the child participating in global trade in this represen-
tation and the reliance of contemporary global trade upon child labour in the devel-
oping world. There were other similar ads in this campaign that seem to play off the
already existing theme of IBM’s “small planet” by using language related to a
“shrinking world” or a “small world” in powerful ways when the text and images
are combined.
At times themes related to conquering nature, even in the most extreme sense,
are used to bring to mind a smaller planet. A two-page IBM ad (not part of the
“Solutions” series, BusinessWeek, 2001) depicts bleak Antarctica with a penguin
sitting alone on the ice on one page and an icebreaker coming through the mass of
snow and ice on the opposing page. The text reads, “What a great location for an
e-marketplace.” How the planet must really be shrinking if we can, with the help of
technologies, do business in even the most unlikely and remote parts of the Earth.
All of the ads discussed are part of the discourses that are shaping how individuals
“understand life’s possibilities,” to use Winner’s (1996) language. We are meant to
understand and experience the “global village” as an inevitable and non-negotiable
future, one that is whole or already complete. And we are urged to join this new
world of connectivity and engage with the other citizens of the “global village”
through a variety of technologies that promise to make life more convenient, effi-
cient, and pleasurable: “The ‘small planet,’ the ‘global village’ are the contempo-
rary way, the way of the future. Don’t be left behind!” The irony, of course, is that
IBM’s “solutions” are in fact part of a significant problem.
The Solutions for a small planet.™ logo along with the other popular represen-
tations described above—and many more like them—seem to capture the essence
of what David Harvey has called time-space compression. In his 1989 work, he uses
this term as one means of characterizing contemporary developments. In a material
sense, time-space compression has meant using new ICTs to deploy “new organi-
zational forms and new technologies in production” as well as “improved systems
of communication and information flow” (pp. 284-2855) related to distribution and
consumption. In other words, the implementation of ICTs, in combination with that
of advanced transportation technologies, has made possible the existence of
transnational corporations with their just-in-time and other “flexible” production
strategies and their capacity to make use of more distributed operations without
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relinquishing centralized control. Previously existing boundaries of time and dis-
tance have been overcome or at least “compressed.”
Furthermore, Harvey argues that time-space compression has affected our per-
ceptions or understandings of the world, an assessment that is relevant to my analy-
sis. He argues that we have seen the acceleration of a process of shrinking human
understandings of the physical world that began, at the very least, with perspec-
tivism in mapping. He writes that such compression involves “processes that so rev-
olutionize the objective qualities of space and time that we are forced to alter,
sometimes in quite radical ways, how we represent the world to ourselves” (Harvey,
1989, p. 240, italics added). This shift in how we produce and reproduce meaning
about the physical world to ourselves—as a “small planet”—is thus clearly tied up
with the technological discourses I am analyzing.
Interestingly, one could argue that the new ways of representing the world to
ourselves—as a smaller planet, a more connected world, and so on—could have the
effect of heightening our environmental sensibilities. More information about the
world around us, increased connectivity to others around the globe, and a clearer
sense of the interrelationships between places might lead individuals to be more
concerned about the health of our global home. However, this has not been the over-
riding outcome for North Americans, at least not to date. As I will show, there are
several reasons why this may be the case. First of all, intersecting with the “small
planet” discourses I have highlighted are another type of discourses related to the
natural world: the mainstream adult media and children’s media. The interplay of
presence and absence both within these media and between the media and the
advertising discourses I have considered presents us with synergistically powerful
and problematic “stories about the world,” as  I will show.
As opposed to ad content (which individuals likely see as informing them about
products or services rather than providing them with information about the world),
the mainstream news media constitute a key portion of the discourses from which
individuals draw their understandings of our world. A recent study of newspaper
discourses on the environment by Robert Babe (in press) provides a detailed—and
disturbing—analysis of the lack of media attention to environmental issues and also
reveals that when the environment is discussed, it is often done in a problematic
manner. Babe notes that, following Innis (1951), one would expect to find a serious
downplaying of the conflict between our contemporary economic system and the
future of the planet. That is, since advertising finances 80% of news revenues, “by
far the major thrust of the press is to promote hedonism and consumption” (Babe,
in press, p. 1). Although it may be argued that the lack of environmental coverage
within the mainstream media has been well established, ongoing attention to this
fact is extremely important to a thorough analysis of our communication environ-
ment. This is particularly so given the agenda-setting function of the press as well
as the fact that citizens of the “small planet” have grown to expect a seemingly con-
stant stream of news and information to be available to them throughout the day.
Up-to-date content analyses that highlight not only specific absences, but also the
skewing of facts, make a very important contribution to our overall understanding
of the discourses that shape our perceptions of environmental issues.
Babe’s content analysis of three major dailies (the Toronto Star, the National
Post, and the Globe and Mail) for periods in 2002 and 2003 finds that in the period
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analyzed in 2002, only 3% of all articles discussed issues that were categorized as
“environmental” (Babe, in press, p. 9). While coverage in the period studied in 2003
was much heavier, this was found to be due to the “attention afforded to infectious
diseases” such as SARS and West Nile virus (p. 9). Babe argues that in the time
frame in which SARS and West Nile virus were being heavily covered, nature is
presented as dangerous—something to be tamed and made more predictable/con-
trollable—67% of the time. Conversely, in only 27% of articles are humans por-
trayed as a danger or threat to nature (Babe, in press). Babe also concludes that the
majority of the Globe and Mail’s coverage of Canada’s ratification of the Kyoto
Protocol was negative, that articles did not “describe the full range of environmen-
tal consequences foreseen to accompany global warming,” and that NGO and envi-
ronmental groups received very little press (pp. 38-39).
Mainstream press coverage of the global spread of disease, global warming,
and the Kyoto Protocol seem particularly relevant to my analysis of the discourses
individuals encounter on the high-tech “small planet.” We are told frequently in the
corporate discourses that the world is indeed shrinking in terms of our growing
opportunities to connect and/or consume. However, the very real implications of
our altered/accelerated behaviours in the so-called global village—such as those
related to global warming caused by fossil fuel emissions as part of our ever-
increasing, and ever-globalizing, production, distribution, and consumption—are
repeatedly downplayed or completely absent from the discussions. A good example
of this type of omission is found in the travel sections of major newspapers, which
often feature destinations considered to be ecologically unique and/or significant.
These sections—or any other section of the paper—do not tend to provide discus-
sion regarding the ecological costs of getting to or travelling within such places.
The likelihood of the media discourses continuing in a similar vein is not only
ascertained by the compelling theoretical treatment and in-depth content analyses
provided by Babe, but can also be seen in the explicit priorities set by media edi-
tors in terms of their assignment of particular beats for their journalists. My
research reveals that the daily papers in Windsor, Toronto (in the case of the Toronto
Star), Winnipeg, Calgary, Vancouver, and Victoria do not have a dedicated environ-
mental beat assigned to a particular journalist.3 In the case of the Windsor Star, an
environment beat was maintained for many years and has in the past several years
been eliminated due to “re-organization”—this in a city with particular environ-
mental challenges caused by industrial activities in and around it. One could ask
whether many environmental issues are likely to make the news at all given the lack
of priority they are accorded in the very structuring of news gathering assignments.
Considering the ways in which North American children are introduced to our
culture’s discourses regarding the environment is also instructive. There are, of
course, many opportunities for children to learn about environmental issues, both in
formal educational settings and elsewhere. However, with respect to what is absent
from the debates and practices to which children are exposed, information for chil-
dren reflects the dominant discourses from the adult world. A recent issue of
Chickadee magazine, a Canadian publication for children six to nine years of age,
provides a good illustration of this assertion. The April 2004 issue was entitled
“Wheels” and featured many examples of novel and interesting uses of wheels past
and present. One particular article examined cars of the past, present, and future.
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Although there was a mention of the cars of the future polluting less, there was not
even a brief discussion of the environmental degradation currently caused by cars
and other vehicles. The discussion of the future could have included not only the
cars of the future that were featured, but also some discussion of the need for our
future to include alternatives to private car use altogether. Although other issues of
the magazine have featured articles about animals and/or nature, there is a disjunc-
ture between discourses related to nature and discourses related to socio-technolog-
ical choices and/or environmental degradation much like that found in the
newspaper coverage discussed above.4
This disconnection can be seen as well in popular children’s television pro-
gramming such as Brilliant Creatures and Zoboomafoo. A detailed content analysis
may be a challenge for a future project, but I have viewed enough episodes of each
program to become concerned about the sensationalized way in which animals are
featured for children’s entertainment/education and the relative absence of environ-
mental education that could be very effectively incorporated. Brilliant Creatures
features on-set visits with a wide range of the planet’s animals combined with at
times sensationalized video clips of animals. Although they are sometimes por-
trayed as merely interesting, the animals are often featured as bizarre and/or dan-
gerous. Zoboomafoo (a “PBS Kids” program in syndication since 2001) stars Chris
and Martin Kratt, who spend time in Animal Junction with visiting animals and take
“trips” to exotic locations to see animals in the wild. Both of these shows lack sub-
stantive discussion of environmental issues pertaining to particular animals and
regions of the planet. As well, much like the example of the travel section of the
newspaper, the environmental implications of the travel involved in filming the ani-
mals is left unmentioned.  In terms of the “small planet” image, the whole world is
seemingly within easy reach, the exotic made familiar, with little or no discussion
of our responsibilities toward the creatures featured.
Another important type of disjuncture can be seen in the fact that while school-
children study things like energy and waste cycles (including a focus on recycling
programs) as part of the official curricula of various grades, the everyday practices
of the school community may be relatively un-environmental. For example,
although many schools have adopted “green school”–type policies, many others
have yet to do so. In schools that have not, one might be appalled at the quantity of
non-recyclable drink and other containers that find their way into the waste stream.
In these schools, it seems that neither parental choices nor school policies are
encouraging children to put into practice what they are learning in the classroom.
Publications such as Chickadee, programming such as the television shows
described above, and, of course, the educational curriculum are all part of the dis-
courses within which children are growing up. Each of these constitutes an oppor-
tunity for the seeds of social change to be planted, and there is a need for more
critical thought regarding the dominant meanings we are producing and reproduc-
ing for our children. Yet we must recognize that the adults creating content (in
media products and educational curricula) are likely steeped in the same world-
views that regularly disconnect nature’s degradation from social practices. Without
more integration of discourses related to environmental knowledge and everyday
social practices, children who were born into the digital age may be even more
likely than their parents to embrace the “small planet” mindset and reproduce the
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understandings I am highlighting. The question of children’s discourses regarding
nature, particularly as they relate to human experience in the so-called global vil-
lage, is an area in need of further research within a communication studies approach
to environmental issues. This is particularly so given that one of the opportunities
for change lies in educating future generations in a more integrated manner with
respect to the relationship between nature and social practices.
Corporate/Organizational practices
A second reason why the “small planet” notion has not led to increased concern for
the environment involves what I have referred to already as corporate/organiza-
tional practices, a key part of the political economy of the “global village.” While
we know that we, in the West, consume far more than our share of the planet’s
resources and that we are doing so at a clearly unsustainable rate (see Jhally, 1998;
McKibben, 1999; Suzuki, 1997; Wackernagel & Rees, 1996), the question is much
more than one of quantity of consumption. It is also about the entire extraction, pro-
duction, distribution, consumption, and disposal process (as highlighted by Harvey,
1989) on the so-called small planet.
With the globalization of trade and the domination of markets by transnational
capital, it is now possible to make ownership, extraction, production, distribution,
consumption, and disposal geographically and politically separate in many sectors
of the economy—particularly for the urban residents who make up about 80% of
the North American population. And, with this trend, there is more than ever the
possibility for a separation of environmental effects from the point of consumption.
The opportunities presented would appear to be irresistible to most business lead-
ers, who seem impelled along a course that has clearly negative environmental out-
comes. As well, in each case this approach—resource extraction and manufacturing
far removed from the point of consumption—is  presented to the consumer as a pos-
itive, progressive achievement, one that encapsulates the benefits of living on a
“small planet.”
Some of the early examples cited by scholars have included the well-known
“world car model,” in which major car producers design cars in the industrialized
world and then have parts manufactured and/or vehicles assembled in areas of lower
labour cost, often newly industrializing countries (see Wood, 1989). In the retail
clothing sector, Benetton is often held up as an early example of a “flexible” post-
modern producer, pioneering the use of a highly sophisticated inventory tracking
system and a small-scale, outsourcing approach enabling it to separate production
from the point of consumption (see Kumar, 1995; Murray, 1989). In the case of
resource extraction and processing, a foreign-owned pulp and paper interest may
harvest Canadian forests and process the pulp before “exporting” it to the country of
ownership for final processing and/or consumption, as discussed by Novek and
Kampen (1992). In this model, an owner is able to keep the environmental risks asso-
ciated with clear-cutting and chlorine bleaching far from the domestic point of con-
sumption. And such a situation is not limited to instances of foreign ownership; since
the majority of users of information (and therefore of paper) are primarily urban
(e.g., business, government, large educational institutions),5 there is again a critical
separation of environmental effects in the hinterland from the point of consumption
in the city (see Novek & Kampen, 1992, for a detailed discussion of this matter).
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The immense complexity of ongoing globalization processes is captured in
Arjun Appadurai’s analysis of what he calls “global cultural flows” (1996). In his
discussion of “technoscapes”—one of the dimensions of these global flows—he
notes that
[m]any countries now are at the roots of multinational enterprise: a huge
steel complex in Libya may involve interests from India, China, Russia,
and Japan, providing different components of new technological configu-
rations. The odd distribution of technologies, and thus the peculiarities of
these technoscapes, are increasingly driven not by any obvious economies
of scale, of political control, or of market rationality but by increasingly
complex relationships among money flows, political possibilities, and the
availability of both un- and highly skilled labour. (p. 34)
And, I wish to argue, this complexity interplays in important ways with our
individual perceptions of the globe having shrunk. Electronic communication
enables individuals to communicate with others around the globe and to know about
remote events to an unprecedented degree. Combine these possibilities with the
advertising discourses about technology I have highlighted and it would seem as if
the globe really has shrunk! More importantly, in perceiving it this way, we tend to
behave as if it has. For business decision-makers this perception seems a fundamen-
tal complement to the economics of their choices about extraction, production, dis-
tribution, and marketing. And for individuals, the links between each aspect of the
cycle are obfuscated, as I will discuss.
For both business decision-makers and individuals, increased electronic com-
munication and jet travel between locations seem likely to continue to reinforce one
another. Individuals’ increased electronic exposure to the rest of the world, along
with the increasing commodification of leisure, spawns interest in actually going to
faraway places. The number of passengers on international air journeys to and from
Canada increased steadily through the 1980s and 1990s. And after a predictably
dramatic drop in air travel after September 11, 2001, air travel to and from Canada
increased in the 2002 to 2004 period (Statistics Canada, 2004). It would seem that
individuals are more and more identifying with the corporate paradigm of global-
ization. We no longer have merely globally mobile capital, but, to go with it (for the
most part relatively privileged, likely urban) groups of individuals we might call
globally mobile labour, globally mobile families, globally mobile vacationers, and
so on.  These groups are what Appadurai (1996) would refer to as one component
of the “ethnoscapes” of global cultural flows (which, I should note, for Appadurai
also includes refugees and exiles, who are likely on the move less out of desire than
necessity). 
However, while there has been an improvement in the ease with which we (or
a raw material or finished product, for that matter) can travel from Toronto to
Bangkok or Sydney, the physical distance between the two places, as I have already
stated, remains unchanged—even though the perception of connection between the
two locales makes it seem shorter. In this way, the environmental implications of
our choices and behaviours, and those of the corporations from which we purchase
consumer goods and services, may be masked, or at least less immediately called to
mind in the so-called global village.
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Individual practices
The third and final reason for a lack of heightened environmental concern and
action relates to individual-level experiences and practices. Indeed, there is an
important interplay between the various aspects of popular discourses I have high-
lighted, globalized business practices just discussed, and individual-level experi-
ences of the “small planet.”
Ursula Franklin (1999) provides sharp insight into individual-level experiences
in the digital age. She argues that nature gives us our most fundamental sense of
time and that “time is at the centre of people’s personal and collective sense of iden-
tity” (p. 148). This sense of time, she argues, places us within a shared history and
a common knowledge, and ultimately connects us to other humans and to a shared
physical locale. The face-to-face and other “real time” encounters and communica-
tion within this form of knowing she calls “synchronous” communication. With the
proliferation of what she calls “asynchronous” communication within the digital
age, meaning and connectedness may be lost, destroyed (Franklin, 1999). Although
not opposed to using asynchronous communication such as e-mail as a supplement
to synchronous interactions, Franklin argues that the dominance of the former over
the latter ultimately disconnects individuals in important ways. Experiencing daily
life and human interactions in a manner unrelated to natural rhythms and time
means losing a sense of the living earth, community, culture, and history. And she
argues that “sequence and consequence are intimately connected in the human
mind; can one let go of sequence and maintain the notion of consequence, let alone
accountability?” (p. 154). Indeed, while digital-age communication gives us flexi-
bility and convenience, it may be an important component of a suite of practices
that may be further disconnecting us from a sense of responsibility toward each
other, let alone our planetary home.
Heather Menzies (1999) presents a complementary argument related to individ-
ual, even bodily, experience in the “global village” that sheds further light on the
relationship between culture, technology, and environmental practices.  She makes
a distinction between what she calls embodied forms of nature-centred time, social
time, and technological time. In embodied or nature-centred time, time is experi-
enced as cyclical, as connected to the lunar cycle, to the seasons, to the cycle of
human birth, life, and death. Understandings of time in this way of knowing are
based very much in our own physiological, spiritual, and emotional experiences.
She notes that even though the advent of historical/social time, primarily connected
to the introduction of the Julian calendar and linear time (as opposed to cyclical
time), involved some change, there was still a reasonable connection between time
and nature. Even with the invention of the clock and its entrenchment into every-
day life over the centuries, its use tended to remain “anchored in the rhythms of
everyday life; synchronized still to bodily time” (Menzies, 1999, p. 70; see also
Menzies, 2005).
Menzies argues that we in the digital age now live in “technological time”—
what she calls a “new context of time which is entirely named and engineered out-
side the frame of living tissue, in the physics of the microprocessors” (p. 71). In
other words, the “global village” brings us 24-hour-a-day connectivity, 24-hour-a-
day markets. She notes that “satellite communications cinches the globe into a sin-
gle present moment and we’re all subtly hectored by its fast-forward pace of instant
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global connectivity. . . . Indeed, with global digital networks, the clock is no longer
outside us. . . . We live in the clock” (Menzies, 1999, p. 71).
The now once-again increasing length of the paid workweek, combined with
the detrimental work-to-spend cycle (with the commodification of leisure now
allowing us almost no time away from the market), bears witness to this fast-for-
ward pace to which Menzies refers. Stephen Bertman (1998) argues that “today’s
electronic culture. . . paradoxically returns its members to an even more primitive
state by isolating them in the present. Even as it cuts humanity off from the age-old
rhythms of nature, it erodes a cultural consciousness of both future and past”
(p. 178). There is a mutual reinforcement between these individual-level practices
and those of corporations/organizations, as well as between both sets of practices
and the discourses of a “small planet” and those that tell us, mainly through
absence, that the environment is unimportant.
Of course, it is important to avoid romanticizing previous decades or centuries
as ones in which humans existed in a “true” state of harmony with nature or its
rhythms. For at least the past several centuries, human developments in and uses of
technology have been gradually shifting that relationship further and further toward
the state Menzies and Bertman describe. However, what seems noteworthy about
our contemporary position on this trajectory is the increasing atomization of indi-
viduals that Franklin (1999) describes as being the dominant tendency of contem-
porary communication technologies. If her assessment of the importance of
sequence for our sense of consequence, and therefore responsibility, is correct, then
contemporary uses of communication technologies seem to pose a serious chal-
lenge for environmental mobilization/activism in particular. That is, if our sense of
sequence, and therefore our most primal understandings of our relationships to
nature and natural rhythms, is disrupted or destroyed by the foregrounding of our
asynchronous experiences, our sense of responsibility to the natural environment
surely risks being diminished. This disconnection from our sense of place within
nature at the individual level combines with the political economy discussed in the
previous section to obfuscate the implications of our everyday behaviours in impor-
tant ways.
Obfuscation of implications
The digital world obfuscation of the implications of our behaviours and choices,
both corporate and individual, seems a high-tech extension of what Karl Polanyi
(1957) referred to as the “disembedding” of the economy from its social base.
Polanyi argued that the self-regulating market system brought with it mechanisms
that have made it increasingly difficult for individuals to behave in an ethical man-
ner toward each other and toward the natural environment (see also Baum, 1996).
In simpler societies, Polanyi contended, individuals knew those with whom they did
business and could estimate the impact their decisions and actions would have on
their fellow citizens. Society, including economic activity therein, was more “trans-
parent.” Conversely, modern, industrial society is considered largely “opaque”
(Polanyi 1957).
Polanyi was also concerned with the role of nature in culture. He was extremely
concerned with ethical behaviour related to the natural environment and therefore
very critical of the commodification of land:
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What we call land is an element of nature inextricably interwoven with
man’s [sic] institutions. To isolate it and form a market for it was perhaps
the weirdest of all the undertakings of our ancestors. Traditionally, land and
labor are not separated; labor forms part of life, land remains part of nature,
life and nature form an articulate whole. Land is thus tied up with the
organization of kinship, neighborhood, craft, and creed—with tribe and
temple, village, guild, and church. (p. 178)
For Polanyi, nature and culture were inextricably linked. To commodify nature
was to disembed it from culture, from society. He would go as far as to suggest that
to do so is to actually destroy at least one aspect of our cultural foundations.
Interestingly, the disembedding of nature from culture goes hand in hand with the
disembedding of the economy from its social base. As society becomes more
“opaque,” we lose sight of the impacts of our choices on both other humans and on
nature. The environmentally destructive set of practices in which most of us engage
in the digital age are made more palatable because they are so enormously complex,
so opaque. Even if we want to, it is often difficult to compare the environmental
impacts of choosing one product over another, due the extremely complex nature of
global production and distribution systems. And we do not easily “see” the working
conditions of the call-centre employee or garment worker located in some far-off
province or, more likely, distant part of the world. The “small planet” discourses sur-
rounding us are those of connectivity within a supposed global community, opportu-
nities in the “global village,” and goods and services that will bring fulfillment.
Challenges and opportunities
The disconnection of human understanding from embodied experiences and the
related erosion of cultural consciousness (at least partly attributable to life in the
“global village”) has at least two levels of implications for the natural environment.
At one level, it is a continuation of the separation of humans from the rest of nature,
a disembedding of nature from social life, to use Polanyi’s (1957) vocabulary. At
another level, everyday experiences in the digital age encourage us to focus more
and more of our attention on the global—on people, events, experiences that are
remote, removed from our local, embodied everyday life. This realignment of our
focus, urged along over and over by the type of popular discourses discussed above,
may make it difficult for us to also remain focused on the local. As Ursula Franklin
has argued, the developments related to the global economy have had “profound
effects on community and on the bonds between people” (1999, p. 164). She argues
that asynchronous communication has replaced the kinds of interactions that foster
community building. Electronic communication enables us to focus our attention on
people and places far afield, and even when we are communicating with individuals
closer to home we tend, more and more, to do so through asynchronous, mediated
means (Franklin, 1999). Particularly with respect to the environment, the slogan
“Think globally, act locally” seems to have proven inherently contradictory. The
more we think globally, join in the practices of the “global village,” the more discon-
nected we may become from the local—including the planet itself—and hence from
our sense of being a part of it or, at the very least, responsible toward it.
There are of course other discourses that orient individuals to different ways of
knowing with respect to nature. While we must be self-reflexively cautious not to
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essentialize or oversimplify other cultures’ worldviews, some of their teachings
serve as a compelling contrast to our own disconnected, disembodied global expe-
rience. For instance, Nobel Peace Prize winner and Mayan activist Rigoberta
Menchú writes of her culture’s sense of place within nature:
That’s why you need to talk to the earth, the river and the flowers. That’s
why you have to respect them. You have to ask their permission in the same
way that you ask people for permission. When we cut down a tree, we ask
forgiveness. . . . We live together with nature—inside nature. We are part
of its energy, its force, and we need to invoke its spirit. We can’t live fight-
ing nature. (Menchú, 2005, p. 32)
A “small planet” of sorts is brought to mind with this imagery. However, this
“small planet” perspective encourages holistic thinking about the Earth as an inter-
connected entity of which we are a part rather than an experience of myriad discon-
nected parts for which we have little understanding and feel even less responsibility.
I have chosen this quote in particular because it is drawn from a children’s book,
highlighting the possibilities for alternative types of children’s discourses that offer
young people an integrated understanding of the relationship between nature and
culture.
We must find ways to overcome the disjuncture between knowledge about
environmental degradation and our social practices. Yet the advertising discourses
of digital culture encourage us to alter how we represent the world to ourselves and
therefore to perceive the physical planet as having shrunk—if not literally, then at
least in conceptual terms—at the very least blurring or twisting our understandings
of our global home. At the same time, other media discourses treat environmental
issues in problematic ways, the most egregious of these being the general absence
of environmental coverage or education. These discourses are reinforced by corpo-
rate/organizational practices that encourage us to see the advent of the digital age
as inevitable, non-negotiable, and highly positive, while the consequences of cor-
porate practices related to high technology–dependent communication and trans-
portation become all the while more obscure. And, with asynchronous
communication technologies as the dominant media of our everyday experiences, it
is increasingly difficult to maintain a sense of our place as part of nature. We are
drawn almost inevitably into the corporate paradigm of the “small planet” or the
“global village.” The overall obfuscation of the implications of our practices makes
generating awareness of, let alone mobilization related to, environmental issues
extremely challenging.
On the other hand, a critical communication perspective may bring us not only
to the above conclusions but also to the possibility that the very technologies that
have brought us globalization and our notions of the “small planet” may also be
employed as tools for alternative purposes. However, communication technologies
need to be used in sophisticated ways. By this I do not necessarily mean using the
most advanced features in the most impressive fashion, but rather being constantly
aware of the biases or tendencies that must be overcome while we use them. In terms
of building and maintaining communities of interest and action, asynchronous com-
munication can be a valuable tool. Asynchronous interactions have surely been used
to augment synchronous communication in causes ranging from the Canadian fight
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for pesticide bylaws (first in Hudson, Québec, and later in numerous municipalities
across Canada) to the success Europeans have had in opposing genetically modified
foods. However, doing so requires that we recognize the dominance of the tenden-
cies and obfuscations I have highlighted in order to avoid being drawn in to the
“small planet” mentality. We cannot extract ourselves from the complex webs of
global communication, nor should we necessarily wish to do so. However, if we are
to resist disconnection from environmental sensibilities, we need to be constantly
improving our literacy with respect to the particular challenges the discourses and
social practices of the “small planet” pose for enironmentalism.
Notes
1. Based on her content analyses, Glenda Wall (2000) has argued that over the past several decades,
popular understandings of environmental issues have shifted to a focus on individual irresponsibil-
ity and wastefulness. This, she argues compellingly, has generated a public consciousness in which
everyone is to share the blame—at the expense of a critical public discourse that focuses on the (cor-
porate and other) economically-driven choices that impinge upon environmental well-being.
2. I should note that we might argue that the world is indeed shrinking in a literal sense if we are refer-
ring to the so-called resources of the planet. We are indeed “using up” the planet. However, I am
arguing that the actual size of the globe—and therefore the environmental implications of globaliza-
tion—has not diminished.
3. Calls to the major dailies across Canada were made during October 2004. The papers that report not
having a dedicated environment assignment were the Windsor Star, Toronto Star, Winnipeg Free
Press, Calgary Herald, Vancouver Sun, and Victoria Times Colonist.
4. Even when I contacted the editor-in-chief regarding this omission and my concern with the relative
absence of environmental discourse in an issue that seemed to present such an ideal opportunity for
it, the response was relatively unapologetic. The editor-in-chief replied to me personally but pointed
out that the overall issue featured many types of wheeled transportation other than cars. While this
is true, any discussion of the environmental degradation caused by automobile use was nonetheless
absent from the issue, as was any consideration of the relative environmental merits of, say, cycling
over driving.
5. As well, consumption of fine paper has continued to increase at alarming rates. The “uncoated free
sheet” grade (the standard printer/photocopier paper most of us use) saw a 14.7% increase in con-
sumption between 1995 and 1997 in the United States (Sellen & Harper, 2002). This is more easily
understood when we consider that one study found that “paper-based reading and writing accounted
for 85 per cent of people’s total document-related activity time” (Sellen & Harper, 2002, p. 81).
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